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Occidentalism, which treats the other as the same, can be detected inboth the criminological and rural sociological treatment of violence
in the sociospatial sites of rural countrysides. Criminology tends to
mistakenly assume that violence in the modern world is primarily an
urban phenomenon (Baldwin & Bottoms, 1976, p. 1; Braithwaite, 1989,
p. 47). If violence in rural settings is encountered it tends to be treated as
a smaller scale version of the urban problem, or the importation of an
otherwise urban problem — as the corrupting influence of the
gesellschaft within the gemeinschaft.Within much rural sociology violence
is rendered invisible by the assumption that rural communities conform
to the idealised conception of the typical gemeinschaft society, small-scale
traditional societies based on strong cohesiveness, intimacy and organic
forms of solidarity. What these bonds conceal, rather than reveal  —
violence within the family — remains invisible to the public gaze. The
visibility of violence within Aboriginal families and communities presents
a major exception to the spatially ordered social relations which render
so much white family violence hidden.The need to take into account the
complexity and diversity of these sociospatial relations is concretely
highlighted in our research which has taken us out of the urban context
and confronted us not only with the phenomenon of the violence of
other rurals1, but also with fundamentally competing claims on, and
conceptions of, space and place in the context of a racially divided
Australian interior. This article represents the second installment of
conceptual reflections on this research, with the first having been
published in this journal in 1998.
Beyond Urban-centric Criminology 
or Towards a Spatially Attuned Criminology?
Numerically, most crime in western societies is committed in urban settings for the
obvious reason that most people live in cities. However, this does not mean that
crime in non-urban settings is not a significant or distinctive phenomenon worthy
of criminological study. One purpose of the research in rural New South Wales2
upon which this article is based is to redress this neglect. It may be that one reason
for the neglect is that the differences seem so “obvious” that they do not require
systematic study. If so, this may itself be revealing, not only in relation to common
assumptions made about the social and spatial correlates of crimes of violence but
also (and perhaps more significantly) deep-rooted cultural assumptions about the
nature of community. 
Going back at least to the 19th century it is possible to identify various practical
strategies of social enquiry in which area differences in crime rates were seen as an
urban phenomenon linked to the disorder and social pathologies caused by the
impact of industrialisation and migration on the social organisation of communities
and their capacities to sustain stable authority structures and normative frameworks
to socialise and govern their members (Lindesmith & Levin, 1937). Of course in the
20th century the Chicago School came to be the most prominent and prolific
contributor to this tradition.3 They developed a spatialised analysis of the dispersion
of crime as one conforming to a series of concentric circles, with crime rates being
highest in the area adjacent to the city centre, the “zone of transition”, that experi-
enced the most intense processes of change, and thereafter progressively decreasing
with distance from the centre (see references for Endnote 3). Beyond the outer
concentric circle demarcating the boundaries of the city where the disorganising
effects of urban change do not run, or are muted, all is, at least tacitly, stable, peace-
ful and (relatively) crime free, according to this theoretical model anyway.
This remains a vital tradition of inquiry and theorising within criminology,
although in more recent work the emphasis has tended to shift from the offender
and the social-environmental causes of criminal behaviour to the offence and the
social-environmental patterns of criminal opportunity (Felson & Cohen 1981;
Felson, 1994; Sherman, Gartin, & Buerger, 1989). Some more comprehensive
attempts have been made to construct an analytical framework for the analysis of
area differences in both offence and offender rates. Al Reiss proposed the general
idea of “community crime careers” as a way of orienting analysis to the dynamics of
community change and their relationship to area crime rates and problems (Reiss,
1988). In the long-running Sheffield study Tony Bottoms and Paul Wiles have
examined residential area (offender) crime rates by reference to the workings of
housing markets and in particular the role of local authority housing policies in
conditioning the long-term social life and “community crime careers” of urban
areas (Bottoms & Wiles, 1992). Relying on Giddens’ theory of structuration they
seek to develop a more general framework for analysing crime in relation to place
and the constitutive role of routine temporal and spatial practices.
Variation in area crime rates in these studies are approached in terms of the
processes by which people and activities (i.e., land uses) are distributed in space and
time and the forms of social life and social control that are produced by these
processes. Bottoms and Wiles emphasise that these can never be examined as once
and for all distributions or static arrangements; nor should the decisions of actors
(individual and corporate), their effects (intended and unintended) or the meanings
they attach to space and place be overlooked in the analysis. Sociospatial allocation
processes (such as housing markets and policies) distribute people to places of
residence that can have immediate crime-relevant effects on the demography of an
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area (i.e., its age composition), but also condition the forms of social relations that
are fostered over time in those areas. These, of course, are also subject to the
ongoing effects of changes in housing, other markets, public policy and so on. 
These approaches within criminology reflect the recent “spatial turn” within
the social sciences and social theory more generally within which the conventional
western philosophical orientation to events “ … unfolding in time alone … ” and
the neutralisation of space by the imperial march of time has been modified by a
growing interest in spatial analysis and distributions (Carter, 1987, p. xvi; Muecke,
1992; Latour, 1993; Harvey, 1996). Yet, to one degree or another, and more or less
explicitly, these recent contributions to environmental criminology perpetuate
elements of an evolutionary social ecology in which the simpler, more “natural”
processes of settlement in rural or folk society are understood to give way to the
more complex, problematic and opaque conditions and processes of urban settle-
ment and change. In much of this work, urban crime remains as an exemplary
social indicator of the costs that attend this transition and of the need for forms of
analysis that render it intelligible and amenable to social intervention which might
ameliorate its effects. The evolutionary-historical basis of such forms of analysis
resonates in the implicit treatment of rural social environments as the residual
expressions of earlier, simpler forms of community, organic solidarity and social
organisation, characterised by strong, affective bonds, effective families, high levels
of social cohesion and a low incidence of crime. 
It is interesting that feminists, in criminology and more generally, have done
much to show how the type of enclosed, hierarchical, privatised model of belonging
that is implicitly idealised in environmental criminological analysis, whose focus
tends to be social breakdown and crime in the public space of the city, can be
productive of everyday violence and oppression that is relatively hidden and often
normalised (cf. Stanko, 1990; Stubbs, 1994; Hanmer & Maynard, 1987; Dobash &
Dobash, 1992). On another level altogether the mafia is of course an extreme
expression of violence emanating from such a form of community, as are various
forms of vigilantism (Brown, 1975). 
In turning to our research on violence and crime in rural NSW we are mindful
of the need to connect up these different, spatially sensitive forms of analysis and to
shed the lingering vestiges of evolutionary social ecology in criminology.
Other Rurals
There are a number of ways of defining rurality (Bell, 1992; Wirth, 1956/1969;
Weisheit, Falcone, & Wells, 1996), all of which have their limitations (see Lockie
& Bourke, 2001, pp. 5–9). The main point to arise from these debates is that rural-
ity is considerably more unstable, diverse, contested and fragmented a phenomenon
than commonly perceived (Cloke & Little, 1997, p. 1). Nevertheless, the intellec-
tual study of the rural has been obsessed with “occidentalist” images of the country-
side, “whether by being hung up on agriculture (by tracing all forms of social
relations back to the farms and fields); by a fascination with the neat morphologi-
cal unit of the nucleated village; by an obsession with gemeinschaft social relations;
(or) by a persistent questioning of the local-newcomer schism as the key division”
(Philo, 1997, p. 24). These images are occidentalist in that they seek to compress
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diverse cultural reality into a single, uniform template of rural life. Inspired by
Michel Foucault’s (1986) piece “On Other Spaces”, Chris Philo argues that such
academic obsessions have led to the neglect of “other rurals”, other spatial orderings
that occupy the sociogeography of the rural but which embody the messiness of
different spatialities, landscapes, sexualities, subjectivities, sensibilities and so forth.
One effect of this form of intellectual occidentalism is to render invisible the other.
Difference is silenced. Philo urges academics who wish to study rurality to open their
gaze to “commonly less than visible, often sad and oppressed, sometimes defiant and
resourceful ‘other rurals’” (Philo, 1997, p. 22). In this article we set about trying to
do this, mindful also that we do not simply universalise other rurals either. 
The European Rural Imagination in Australia
The rural as exemplar of gemeinschaft community — marked by stability, a whole-
some proximity to nature, high levels of mutual trust and social cohesion (Tonnies,
1887/1957) — has always offered a cultural contrast to the corrupting, impersonal
and fragmented existence of the city, no less so in Australia despite the conditions
under which it was colonised. From the mid-19th to the mid-20th century land
settlement policies and a battery of other programs (in immigration, public works,
tax, credit, rural improvement, etc.) were calculated to foster and support the
settlement of the Australian interior according to a model of the independent
yeoman farmer (and his family) borrowed from European, more specifically English,
culture (Davidson, 1997; Lees, 1997a, 1997b; Williams, 1973). After the initial
crossing of the Blue Mountains by white explorers there was enormous official
anxiety that pastoralists (“squatters”) running ahead of civil authority in the
interior might come to resemble the “native” population, forming a white nomadic
race who had lost all touch with civilised habits (Heathcote, 1965, p. 35; Goodall,
1996, p. 41). Williams summarised official colonial opinion at the time:
To them the whole process of squatting was not only illegal but formless and uncon-
trolled, and did not contribute to a civilized landscape; it seemed to herald a descent
into something like aboriginal [sic] barbarism, especially as many of the squatters
were known to be ex-convicts and therefore assumed to have some hereditary
propensity towards immorality (Williams, 1973, p. 76).
The promotion of agriculture, and in particular the small family farm, was seen to
be both the solvent to conditions prevailing in the colony and the key to creating a
society free of the class conflicts of the “old world” the settlers had left behind.
Freehold ownership of land was the key to permanent settlement and an indepen-
dent and virtuous life. The size of holdings was of the essence, as they must facili-
tate economic independence while necessitating those forms of improvement —
the making of a home, the cultivation of the soil — that would see families put
down roots and become tied to a place in the world. Thus would settlers be led, in
the first instance, to make a stable, industrious and self-reliant life for themselves,
but on a secondary plain a virtuous circle of like-minded small-holders would
naturally form cohesive communities in which the civilising pillars of church and
civic authority would be added to those of agriculture and the family (cf. Rural
Reconstruction Commission, 1945). 
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Intensive agriculture thus made possible and necessitated the development of
towns to service the local needs of farms and to provide transport and communica-
tion hubs linking the agricultural sector to markets and central government author-
ities. In Australia these townships were planned according to the grid pattern,
typically involving rectangular, residential blocks of equal size with spaces reserved
at strategic central points for the institutions and symbols of civil and religious
authority — courthouses, police barracks, churches (for a discussion of a typical
example see Sait, 1989, p. 33; also see Jeans, 1972, pp. 108–12, 127–32, 307–12).
In other words, a privatised domestic architecture located within the framework of
an established system of public authority (the division between public and private
being clearly spelt out) was decided and laid out in advance, producing an orderly
distribution of persons and families, a “sociable isolation” (Carter, 1987, p. 225), a
sameness in separation and of course a complete erasure of the pre-existing
landscape and culture of Indigenous peoples. Alongside these were the less govern-
able spaces of the “public” or the hotel, a source of considerable anxiety and moral
threat to the virtues of the idealised rural community. 
This time-honoured view of agriculture and the agricultural community —
traceable in some of its core elements to early modern thinkers like Locke and
indeed back to the book of Genesis (Brody, 2001) — conceives of agriculture not
simply as a mechanism for material economic production, but as one of the crucial
arts of civilisation, a means of cultivating and governing the self and others as well
as nature. In this respect it is necessary to see gemeinschaft as more (and less) than a
tool of sociological description and explanation. It is a way of imagining a form of
community and agriculture is one of the crucial technologies for instituting it, for
seeking to produce or order reality in its image. 
In Australia commitment to the yeoman model and to policies of closer agricul-
tural settlement defied in crucial respects the physical geography of the continent.
For much of the interior, with its poor soils, irregular rainfall and intermittent
drought, agriculture did not prove a viable option in its own right, let alone alongside
the economic success of pastoral industries. Nevertheless, from the second half of the
19th century on there were concerted efforts to fashion settlement in these areas in
accord with the yeoman ideal. Subdivision of larger holdings made way for properties
based on what in some jurisdictions were called “living areas”, in others “the home
maintenance area”, described in law at the beginning of the 20th century as follows:’
The word ‘home’, in our opinion, denotes the maintenance, not of a bark hut or
shanty with sordid surroundings to match, but a reasonably comfortable place of
residence, with the means and resources derived from the holding on which it is
situated, sufficient to maintain a wife, and to bring up and educate the members of
an average family so as to take their place as respectable members of the community
(as cited in Heathcote, 1965, p. 75; see also Williams, 1973, pp. 95–8).
These elements of land policy paralleled the development in industrial law and
policy at the same time of the concept of the “basic wage” centred on the minimum
income necessary to support a wage earner and his family (Grimshaw et al., 1994,
pp. 237–8; Heathcote, 1965, p. 77): thus were meshed work structures and family
structures, materialism and morality, economic policy and social policy. In other
respects, as Marilyn Lake has pointed out (Lake, 1985, p. 177), there were tensions
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between the yeoman model of the family farm and the emerging familialism in social
policy and public culture at the beginning of the 20th century. The model “assumed
a family production unit in which individual interests would be subsumed by family
interest” (Lake, 1985, p. 181) and in which there would be a strong reliance upon
the unpaid labour of women and children at a time when other social interventions
into the family — compulsory education, infant health, child guidance, domestic
science and so on — increasingly treated the family as internally differentiated and
its individual members as amenable to being aligned with a diverse array of non-
economic policy goals and popular aspirations (Donzelot, 1979; Rose, 1989; Reiger,
1985). The reality of family life on the farm, often racked by tension and toil (as
Lake shows), contradicted the emerging ideal that women and men’s domains were
distinct and complementary, with women assigned to the domestic sphere of repro-
duction and unpaid work and men to the public sphere of production and paid work. 
The yeoman ideal has also always existed in a tense relationship with the
exigencies of capitalist agriculture, the more so as time passed, as Australia’s rural
industries became more heavily integrated into and subject to the vagaries of inter-
national markets and as new technologies made economies of scale manifest. While
Australian agriculture and pastoralism have always been highly productive and
remain dominated by the family holding (albeit increasingly circumscribed by the
economic power of agribusiness), this might have been despite, rather than because
of, government policies that in many instances proved to be an abject failure
(Grimshaw et al., 1994, pp. 224–6, 237–9). And this has not necessarily spelt
success for the many individual farm families enticed to take advantage of various
government land settlement programs over the years. With too little of both land
and capital many quickly succumbed to economic collapse after suffering privation,
isolation and bitter disappointment on the family farm. The inexorable, long-term
trend in Australia has been towards fewer, bigger farm properties. Family farms
disappeared at the rate of 1.3% (or 2000 farms) a year between the mid-1950s and
1997 (Garnaut & Lim-Applegate, 1998, p. 8). For the farms that survive there is a
growing reliance on off-farm income and on family labour on the farm. In relative
terms agriculture has shrunk dramatically as a source of employment, from employ-
ing about one in 10 people in the Australian labour force in the 1960s to about one
in 20 in the mid-90s, and leaving the farming population to account for only
around 13% of the total population of rural and remote Australia (Garnaut & Lim-
Applegate, 1998, p. 8). This has major ramifications for the economic and social
vitality of rural Australia more generally, the towns as well as the farm community.
Over 20 years ago John Holmes observed of Australian rural settlement patterns: 
More so than in any other country subject to European colonization, Australia’s rural
settlement has been severely handicapped by problems of sparse population and
associated low demand for local infrastructure, creating difficulties in the provision
of services needed to sustain a dispersed rural population (Holmes, 1981, p. 80).
The consequence has been that family provision, predominantly women’s unpaid
labour in the household and in the community, assumed a much more important
role in relation to such services alongside government and the market. The rural
household was awkwardly positioned somewhere between a traditional model of
the family as a relatively enclosed unit of production and reproduction and a
298
RUSSELL HOGG AND KERRY CARRINGTON
THE AUSTRALIAN AND NEW ZEALAND JOURNAL OF CRIMINOLOGY
modern conception of the family as relay point between outside governmental and
market forces and the personal life and aspirations of its members. The transforma-
tion of Australian farming intensified the difficulties Holmes refers to, producing a
negative multiplier effect on many rural towns long dependent on their agricultural
or pastoral hinterlands. More recently this has been exacerbated by neo-liberal
government policies leading to a retreat from traditional forms of rural assistance
and cross-subsidisation and by the market-driven rationalisation of private (as well
as public) services (Pritchard & McManus, 2000). Shrinking government and
market provision can only increase the burden and pressure on families, although
their members may be increasingly unwilling to forego urban comforts and opportu-
nities for the harsh and restricted conditions of life in many rural settings. 
The less remarked upon features of Australian rural life — women and
children’s unpaid labours, the often unsuccessful struggles for economic survival,
foregone opportunities, tensions and deprivations (emotional, psychological and
material) — constitute some of those other rurals which Philo conceptualises 
(cf. Black et al., 2000). It is the manifestation of family violence in this other rural
to which we return in more detail later. However this is not the only other rural
with which we are concerned.
Indigenous Peoples and “Other” Spaces in Rural Australia
The Indigenous population of Australia reside disproportionately in rural and
remote communities. At the time of European colonisation they occupied the
entirety of the continent, a feat not effectively managed by their colonisers (Gale,
1987), yet everyday usage of the term “rural” tends not to be inclusive of them.
Indeed when not overlooked they are more likely to be depicted as disruptive of
“rural” interests and ways of life. Their communities then constitute other rurals of
the kind conceptualised by Philo. 
Often excluded from, or only conditionally included in4, the imaginary gemein-
schaft ideal of the rural collectivity and the geography of the township by their
location on the fringes, and until recently denied access to basic services like
sanitation, garbage collection and running water, they occupy a cultural space of
otherness.5 Their shanties and modest dwellings built haphazardly on the ex-
mission sites or river banks, often outside gazetted town boundaries and levee
banks, contrast sharply with the geometric grid of the model rural township. Their
collective presence in the town centre to congregate, to drink, to negotiate kinship
and cultural responsibilities and relations disrupts the sociospatial ordering of the
well governed town imagined in rural ideology (cf. Cowlishaw, 1988). The way in
which many Aboriginal people typically use the town centre as a cultural space and
not just as a site for transacting commerce, banking, and shopping disrupts the
norms governing those spaces. Not only does this expose them to much higher
levels of policing for public order offences as is now well documented (see Hogg &
Carrington, 1998; Cunneen & Robb, 1987; Cunneen, 2001; Jochelson, 1997), but
the way they negotiate the geography of the town centre blurs the public/private
distinctions so sharply drawn around the domestic space of the typical white family.
We return later to an analysis of the family violence that occurs in this other rural.
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Researching Crime and Violence in Rural Communities
Our research in several rural localities in western and northern New South Wales
(NSW) combined both quantitative data — drawn from crime, census, electoral
and other data bases, with substantial qualitative research in each of the localities,
as a way of triangulating our research findings (on triangulation see Jupp, Davies, &
Frances, 2000, p. 59). This is especially important given the limitations of relying
on crime statistics as a measure of the extent, impact and discursive constructions
of crime and violence. For any analysis of its prevalence and impact is dependent
not only on how violence is measured but also more importantly how it is defined
and how these discursive understandings operate and with what power effects. 
Our analysis of the discursive constructions and effects of crime and violence in
rural spaces required access to more than bland statistical descriptions of these
communities. This component of the research comprised 35 field trips to five rural
townships, where the research team conducted 174 semi-structured interviews with
voluntary respondents who represented a cross-section of the population.6 We also
researched the historical, social and cultural genealogies of these townships drawing
substantially on the sources of local museums and local historians. Much of this
original material is contained in an unpublished report.7 This article only draws
upon a relatively small portion of it for the purposes of making the case for a more
spatially attuned criminology.
We also undertook a statewide examination of official crime data in order to
gauge the broad statistical variations in crime rates between different types of local-
ity. Using recorded crime data for 2002, we grouped all NSW Local Government
Areas (LGAs) into six broad-brush measures of population scale and concentra-
tion, taking account also of other sociospatial factors. LGA crime rates per 100,000
population were calculated for the six locality types, producing the results
contained in Table 1. 
We have major qualms, as most criminological researchers do, about what these
official rates of crime actually measure. While we do not assume that crime and
violence can be known or measured in a way that has any direct correspondence to
an objective social reality, crime statistics are nevertheless useful as broad indicators
of what is at least recognised and reported as such, subject to the well-known
vagaries of victim reporting and police recording practices. They are numerical
representations, which render the social reality of crime amenable to particular, but
limited, forms of analysis.
A major difficulty with many discussions of the rates and the dispersion of crime
as it is reflected in official crime statistics and historical trends, lies in the failure to
distinguish different types of crime, and in particular, to distinguish violent crime
from property crime. This is important because property crimes such as household
break and enter or motor vehicle theft are much more likely to be reported to
police than crimes of interpersonal violence (Walby & Myhill, 2001, p. 502;
Bargen & Fishwick, 1995, NSW Standing Committee on Social Issues, 1993;
Salmelainen & Coumarelos, 1993). Consequently property crimes come to
comprise the overwhelming majority of total recorded crimes, typically about 70-
75% of the entire database. This skews general discussions of crime trends and rates
in which urban property crime accounts for a substantial proportion of the total
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number of recorded crimes, masking the perhaps rather different geo-spatial distribu-
tion of violent and other non-property crimes. The object of our initial statistical
foray into this domain is to reveal how far generalisations about urban/rural differ-
ences and attempts to theorise such differences, implicitly stem from a preoccupa-
tion primarily with property crime, paying insufficient attention to the sociospatial
dimensions of other types of crime, especially violent crime.
Significantly, when official crime rates are broken down to analyse the disper-
sion of property versus violent crime according to spatial location, the differences
become much more striking. While the pattern for property crime more closely
approximates the conventional wisdom that crime rates tend to increase with
population size and concentration (see Figure 2), the exact opposite is the case for
violent crime (see Figure 1). Contrary to common assumptions the rate of violent
crime for metropolitan Sydney was 9% below the state average, while all the non-
metropolitan localities exceeded it, in several cases by a large margin: by 58% in
small localities, 20% in medium, large and regional localities and 4% in coastal
regions. Clearly it is not the case that violent crime is predominantly an urban
phenomenon. This data would suggest that in particular violent crime that occurs
in the micro-spatial sites of rural localities, such as the family, the street, the pub,
the club and so on, warrants much more attention than it receives in public policy,
criminology and rural studies, although this has recently begun to change 
(cf. Bourke, 2001; O’Connor & Gray, 1989; Websdale, 1998, Weisheit, Falcone, &
Wells, 1996).
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FIGURE 1
Violent crimes by region, NSW, 2002.
We conducted a similar statistical exercise8 for the rural localities in our study.
All had official crime rates in excess of the Sydney metropolitan and NSW crime
rates, some significantly so (see Table 2). The pattern was even more exaggerated
when it came to violent crime. The official violent crime rate exceeded the state
average by 115.9% in C, 49.7% in D, 148% in E, 45.5% in F, 107.8% in G, and in
B by a massive 659.2%.9
Although the available time series data is limited to 5 years, it is clear that
significantly higher crime rates, especially rates for crimes involving violence have
been a feature of rural NSW over some years, confounding the criminological
common sense that crime is essentially an urban phenomenon. On the other hand,
the findings do not warrant a simple inversion of this commonsense view for there
are great variations among rural and regional localities just as there are among
urban ones. What the data do demonstrate, however, is that high relative crime
rates are not a condition peculiar to cities. Many rural areas have among the
highest crime rates in the state and this is particularly so when it comes to violence.
Nor is the pattern peculiar to NSW.10
This picture of the uneven spatial dispersion of violence is backed up by other
sources of official data. Using data for 1999, the state average was 113.5
Apprehended Violence Orders (AVOs) per 100,000. Every one of the non-metro-
politan statistical divisions in NSW registered AVO rates per 100,000 population
well in excess of this average, with a rate of 354.7 in the Far West, 335.9 in the
North West, 217.2 in Northern, 242.7 in Richmond-tweed, 223.7 in the Mid-north
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FIGURE 2
Property crimes by region, NSW, 2002.
Coast, and 188.1 in the Central West statistical divisions (NSW Bureau of Crime
Statistics, www.lawlink.gov.nsw.au). By comparison, every one of the metropoli-
tan divisions, barring inner-Sydney, had AVO rates considerably lower than the
state average.
In recent years the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research (BOCSAR)
has published on the internet a list of “crime hotspots” for the major categories of
offence recorded by police in NSW. The crime hotspots consists of a league table of
the 25 local government areas with the highest crime rates for each of the offence
categories. Rural and inland regional LGAs feature in all the lists of hotspots, for
all years, and in relation to many offence types they dominate the lists. In 1999 for
example, for the crime of assault only two out of the 25 hotspots were urban or
suburban local government areas, and in 2001 all 25 hotspots for sexual assault
were non-metropolitan LGAs.
There is little systematic data on differences in reporting and recording crime in
rural and urban contexts in Australia. The strong implication from some studies is
that violent crime in rural settings is less likely to be reported to police and infor-
mal social control is more prevalent (Weisheit et al., 1996, p. 45; O’Connor &
Gray, 1989, p. 25; Websdale, 1998). If this is so, the differences in crime rates
between metropolitan Sydney and rural localities may be even more striking if the
stronger informal social controls of rural townships were taken into account. This
reminds us of the insight of labelling theorists and ethno-methodologists that
official crime statistics are by-products not only of the incidence of crime but of the
techno-normative procedures of policing, social control and criminal justice. The
study of violence is hampered by the extent to which most forms of violence are
either unreported or unrecognised as crimes (Hogg & Carrington, 1998; Coorey,
1990, p. 37; Websdale, 1998; La Nauze & Rutherford, 1997; Carcach, 1997).
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TABLE 2
Crime Rates, per 100,000 Population, Rural Study Localities, NSW for the 5-year Period,
1995–1999
Violent Property Drug Public Driving Against Other Total
Crime Crime Crime Order Crime Justice
State 1145.6 7634.5 349.2 139.3 879.1 329.1 501.3 11,035.2
Sydney 1128.2 8130.1 261.5 79.9 739.1 274.2 461.8 11,074.7
B 8698.4 14,828.3 710.4 2605.0 2796.2 4126.1 4162.5 37,927.0
C 1713.5 7410.8 686.5 586.6 1284.2 782.7 988.1 13,452.3
D 1714.7 6717.0 817.4 334.2 1267.8 595.8 1282.4 12,729.3
E 2841.3 6988.3 600.5 995.4 2933.9 1253.4 1902.2 17,515.0
F 1666.7 10,795.8 457.3 405.7 1387.0 775.0 727.7 16,215.1
G 2380.4 8065.2 371.3 969.5 1563.5 1056.1 1287.1 15,693.1
Note: Five years of  raw crime data, from 1995 to 1999, was extracted electronically for the six rural LGAs we
studied and added together. The population base was also aggregated for the 5 years. The raw crime data
was aggregated according to the seven categories for crime in NSW, and rates per 100,000 population
were calculated accordingly.
Consequently, crime statistics offer only a fragment of the reality of violence in the
communities we studied. 
We turn now to an analysis of the major themes to emerge from our qualitative
field research for a richer understanding of these complex issues. For the purposes of
constructing our argument, we have focused principally on family violence. We
have avoided where possible the narrower term domestic violence. Although this
term is appropriate for describing most of the spouse abuse that occurs in white
rural families, and highlights the gendered nature of this violence, when it comes to
talking about the forms of violence that occur within Aboriginal families, the term
is too limiting to capture its complexity (See also Memmott et al., 2001, p.1). 
Family Violence, Indigenousness and the Visibility 
of this Rural’s Other 
There is no doubt that violence, and family violence especially, exists at chronic
levels in some Aboriginal communities (Lucashenko 1996; Greer 1994; Memmott
et al, 2001; Atkinson 1990a; 1990b; National Committee on Violence, 1990;
Wright, 1997). One indicator of this is the homicide victimisation rate; it is several
times higher for Indigenous as compared to non-Indigenous peoples (cf. Mouzos,
2001, p. 2). From 1990 to 2000, family violence accounted for a staggering 63% of
all Indigenous homicides in Australia compared to 33% of non-Indigenous
homicides over the same decade (Mouzos, 2001, p. 4). A disproportionate number
occurred in rural communities. While not shirking the fact of unacceptably high
levels of violence in Indigenous communities, it is important to recognise several
things: that despite its worrying prevalence, it is not some defining characteristic of
contemporary Aboriginality, let alone traditional Aboriginal culture; that there are
complex historical and contemporary reasons for it, not the least of which is that
rural economic decline (especially shrinking employment opportunities) has visited
severe effects on Aboriginal communities, a fact commonly masked by their discur-
sive exclusion in habitual usages of the term “rural”; and that it is Aboriginal
people themselves who take primary responsibility for managing the violence in
their communities. 
However, these general structural factors alone cannot fully explain the relative
visibility of family violence in indigenous communities, compared to the relative
invisibility of family violence in predominantly white rural communities. That the
Aboriginal family refuses to be confined to the privacy of the domestic sphere can
be gleaned from the following interview with a woman farmer, who describes at
length a violent incident she and her daughter-in-law witnessed at different times
on the same day in one of the local towns in our study. 
I was down town last week when this woman aggravated this bloke …  She just kept
on getting closer and closer and finally she gave him a really good crack across the
face. He staggered back a few steps and he had his finger up and he was obviously
telling her that was the wrong thing to do and to go home. Well we drove off  …
then my daughter-in law was down the street and I said ‘Has it quietened down?’ ‘Oh
no’ she said, ‘I just saw this woman and this bloke was lying down and she was still
bashing him on the ground. Then someone pulled her off and pushed her away and
then he got up and she walked away. I don’t know what happened after that’.
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The narrative of visible family violence recounted above was repeated in differ-
ent ways by Aboriginal people from the same community, as one Aboriginal anti-
violence worker put it …  “when they do have a blue they have it out in public
anyway so its on show. It’s public knowledge …” At that moment her co-worker
interjected, “and they don’t walk around with sunglasses on neither”. His quip is a
reference to the hiddenness of much violence in white rural families, and this was
in a sense apparent in the narrative of the white woman as well. For when she was
asked whether she thought Aboriginal family violence was more visible than it was
for white families in the same town, she simply replied: “What violence goes on in
the homes I wouldn’t have the faintest idea …”
While not having the “faintest idea” what violence occurs in the homes of
white rural families in her community, she had a very detailed knowledge of specific
instances of family violence between Aboriginal residents in the same community.
The way Indigenous kinship relations are more readily negotiated in public, as in
the above instance, transcends the otherwise private space of the idealised depic-
tions of the wholesome rural family, prising it open to the gaze of an external
visibility, criminalisation, and other forms of governmentalisation. Aboriginal
families have been subject to a now well-documented history of forms of policy
intervention, such as the forced removal of children, and forced relocation and
resettlement (Burridge, 1998; Goodall, 1996; Wooten, 1991). Unlike the white
family though, which was to be strengthened by forms of government of and
through the family (Foucault, 1991; Donzelot, 1979), the Aboriginal family, as the
site for the social and biological reproduction of Aboriginality, was treated in the
past as a threatening space to be destroyed rather than strengthened (Rowse, 1993).
As the history of these policies shows such attempts are not always successful, and
when it comes to the contemporary governance of family violence the legal
processes set up to do this are confounded by the way Aboriginal women interact
with these systems. Being outside the social and spatial inclusiveness of an
imagined rural community Aboriginal women are able to use the legal system in
ways to their strategic benefit in managing violent partners or relatives. Our
respondents, among them police, and Aboriginal anti-violence workers, expressed
frustration that Aboriginal women did not hesitate to utilise authorities for assis-
tance in dealing with a violent partner or relative in the first place, yet readily
“failed” to later appear as witnesses. As this police officer put it:
They only want you there to do an immediate solution. They want you to stop it and
when you say about getting AVOs and going to court, a couple of days later they’ll
come in and say ‘no I don’t want to go because we love each other and he’s not going
to do it again’.
Lacking access to other non-stigmatising resources and means to deal with the
“crisis” of violence, the next best strategic option is perhaps to trigger police inter-
vention to deal with the immediate crisis, especially where that violence is related
to alcohol consumption, but not to proceed with the formal process once the
moment of threat has passed. This it seems is symptomatic and according to some
of the police officers we interviewed led to cynicism, sexism and racism within the
service. Of course the reluctance of Aboriginal women to use the legal system must
also be understood in the context where it is widely perceived as irrelevant or
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otherwise hostile to Aboriginal people. The research that does exist suggests that
Aboriginal women have in the past been very reluctant to acknowledge domestic
or sexual violence at the hands of black men or to use a legal system associated with
colonial oppression for fear it may increase the imprisonment of black men
(Lucashenko, 1996, pp. 383–384; Memmott, 2001, p. 38). 
This must be understood in a way which sees Indigenous women exercising
power, making decisions and interacting with rural culture and white law to their
strategic advantage. Indigenous women are interacting with policies and formal
legal processes established to deal with family violence, rather than being the
powerless subjects of hegemonic forms of modern governmentality designed with
little cultural sensitivity to their specific needs or histories (on this latter point see
Greer, 1994). This is similar to what Maureen Cain came across in her study of
violence in the Caribbean. She argued that Caribbean feminists and women
formed an alliance with community police, and partnerships with local men, to
manage domestic violence in more culturally appropriate ways than the western
models of intervention otherwise would prescribe, based on the norm of how white
western women would more commonly experience domestic violence (Cain, 2000,
p. 256). She argues that western models of criminology that either fail to perceive
this, or simply perceive this as a form of resistance fall into a form of Occidentalism
that rob indigenous peoples of imagination, creativity and subjectivity in the way
they interact with introduced models of policing and social policy. On the other
hand, to be overly negative or romantic about how other peoples, and collectivi-
ties, in this case in the Caribbean, deal with issues such as self-protection and
community policing can fall into a different problem, that of orientalism.
The perception widely shared among the respondents we interviewed was that
Aboriginal women are far less inhibited in using the police, and local support services
to intervene, at least at the crisis stage, than non-Aboriginal women in the same
town. Maybe this is also because they do not necessarily share the same sense of
shame, “they don’t wear sunglasses neither”. Nor do they necessarily share the same
rural ideology about the imagined importance of self-reliance to rural identity that
may inhibit white women from seeking external assistance, a point we return to later.
Ironically by inhabiting a cultural space ordered outside of the idealised gemeinschaft
bonds of white rural communities Aboriginal women are freed from the informal
constraints that prevent non-Aboriginal women from seeking help with family
violence. Exclusion here bestows a certain freedom, but at the cost of heightening the
visibility of family violence among the indigenous population in rural towns. This
enhanced visibility then engenders a convenient and orientalist view that family
violence is only, or primarily a, problem for rural’s other, Aboriginal communities and
families. Yet our own interviews with residents, police, civic leaders and service
providers contradict this image and confirm the widespread occurrence of violence
among non-Aboriginal families from the same rural communities as well. 
Violence,Whiteness and the Invisibility of this Rural’s Other
Between 1968 and 1991 ABC television produced a popular documentary series, A
Big Country, devoted to exploring ways of life and issues in rural Australia. A 1972
program focused on the problem of education and the dilemmas facing families with
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school-age children but insufficient means to afford a boarding school education. Many
mothers had little alternative but to assume the responsibility of schooling their
children. One woman interviewed in the program said that in the end she felt she had
to move from a remote property, leaving her husband behind, so that her children
could attend school. Thirty years later in a series of programs revisiting subjects from
the original series the same woman explained that her primary reason for leaving the
property had been something else again, something she felt unable to disclose in 1972:
her husband’s violence (Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 2002). 
If domestic violence has generally been difficult to fully document because it
occurs in private then this is even more of a problem in many parts of rural and
regional Australia where privacy is compounded by geographical isolation from
police services and other formal and informal support networks. Until recently little
attention has been given to non-Indigenous family (and other) violence in rural
households and communities (Coorey, 1990). There is still very little in the way of
research on the subject, and next to nothing relating to violence on farm properties
as distinct from that which may occur in rural townships. While this may have been
— as orthodoxy would have it — because stronger family and community bonds in
rural Australia militate against interpersonal violence, it is also the case that such
violence where it does occur is far less likely to attract the administrative-legal gaze
of central state institutions and hence registration in official archives and statistical
collections. Courts even seem to have recognised this on occasions.
In 1986, a woman living alone with her elderly mother on a large sheep station
60 miles from the nearest country town in north-western NSW (not that remote by
Australian standards) shot and killed a neighbouring property owner. There had
been a dispute between them in the months before over his wish to run a telephone
line over her property. The hostility had escalated in the days before the shooting,
the neighbour having visited her home and threatened her with an iron bar. On
the day of the shooting the woman discovered him and one of his employees
cutting her own telephone wires and destroying telephone poles. After unsuccess-
fully remonstrating with him she approached the two men with a loaded and
cocked rifle that she normally kept in her car. The man apparently came forward
towards her and she discharged the gun, killing him. Originally convicted of
manslaughter the woman was acquitted on appeal on grounds that she acted in self-
defence. In a brief judgment the appeal court appeared to place considerable
emphasis on the isolated circumstances in which these events took place and the
particular vulnerability of the woman being confronted by a hostile man and one of
his male employees. No reference was made to the apparent failure of the woman to
report the earlier threatening behaviour to the police (Walden, 1986). 
Feminists drew attention to the apparent anomaly between the reasoning of the
court here and its attitude in cases where women in an urban context had killed
threatening partners after a long history of abuse and were enabled only to avail
themselves of the partial defence of provocation that reduced murder to
manslaughter (Tolmie, 1990). But at least as important is the manner in which the
court appears to recognise an enlarged scope for lawful violent self-help in certain
out-of-town rural contexts. Chances are had no one been killed nothing of the
antecedent events — the tensions, the threatened violence — would have come to
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official legal attention. An implication of the judgement is that the pacifying reach
of the administrative state is significantly conditioned by sociospatial context. The
visibility of violent and other events to the official statistics of crime is likely to
reflect this. (It is tempting also to comment on the gendered context to these
events: the sense that the deceased was exerting a certain peculiarly masculine
prerogative and capacity to intimidate a woman property holder.)
If one were to look to history there is certainly no shortage of evidence of
tensions, conflict and violence among rural property holders over boundaries, stock
theft, control of natural resources like water and so on (cf. McQuilton, 1987 on the
context of Ned Kelly’s rise to notoriety). Such sources of conflict and related crimes
(notably stock theft) remain significant issues in rural Australia, although not
attracting much public attention (cf. Barclay, 2001, 2002). They are intensified in
times of economic and social stress, caused by natural adversity (such as drought
and growing problems of land degradation) or volatile global markets. 
It is possible to envisage an environmental criminology of rural crime that deploys
much of the conceptual apparatus typically applied to urban crime to study these
rural spatial environments: for example, that examines the manner in which the
processes allocating people and activities in non-urban space shapes community
structures, hierarchies of power and “routine activities” and are consequently produc-
tive of particular points of conflict, criminal opportunities, and so forth, as well as
mechanisms of social control and guardianship. To develop such a project however it
would be first necessary to abandon the assumption that rural communities are
somehow organic, intrinsically cohesive communities. At least for the six localities in
rural and regional NSW we studied, their uniformly higher rates of officially recorded
violent crime relative to metropolitan Sydney suggest there may be distinctive issues
concerning the relationship between violence and the structure of white rural
communities worthy of closer study. Our research confirms this to be the case. Our
focus in the remainder of the paper will be limited to family violence though. 
The pervasiveness of hidden violence among white rural residents and families
was a recurring theme in our interviews. Estimates of the extent of unreported
violence by our informants varied from 95% to 50%. The latest crime victim survey
analysed by the Australian Institute of Criminology, put the figure of unreported
instances of violence at 50%, which suggests either “unacceptably high levels of
community unresponsiveness or that surveys … tend to detect a large number of
minor matters” (Carcach, 1997, p. 4). Our interview data would tend to support
the former and more disturbing of the two explanations. An array of complex
reasons account for the hidden nature of much violence in rural communities. By
far the most significant was the way the social ordering of the private and public
space of small townships insulates the white rural family from visibility. An inter-
view with a long-term rural resident, a white woman in her 60s, captures the invisi-
bility that cloaks the experience of family violence. Unprompted, she exclaims,
“Domestic violence is a big issue here”. Asked whether she thought it was “hidden”
she replied in detail:
Yes, yes.
… I’ll give one particular instance … that particular girl should have left her
husband … at least 10 years ago now or more. They’ve got three children and the
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three children suffer and they suffer badly and he drinks every cent he gets. He
allows her $150 per week for food and that is all. He’s got her brain washed to such a
degree that she honestly believes she could never hold a job. And domestic violence
it’s not so much the hitting either but it’s the psychological damage. The mental and
emotional. (Mmm) And it’s devastating … He tries all the time to say that she’s the
one who spends the money, yet every afternoon after work he’ll be down at the pub
and he’ll probably come home about midnight under the weather … 
A lot of these men, and this particular fellow I’ve been talking about, a lot of people
around the place look up to him, because he does so much for a sporting club in the
place, which I won’t name. He never takes his children anywhere he never takes his
wife on an outing or anything he never does a thing for them. The kids hate him.
And they wish their mother would get rid of him and she feels if she were to get rid
of him, half the community would look down their noses at her. And they won’t …
But because he’s gotta fairly high profile in the place because of what he does for this
particular sporting club, ah, she’s scared stiff that everybody in the place will think
that he’s right and she’s wrong. And she’s just had one hell of a time. And I know, I
know just what she’s gone through. But you know, she’s not the only one I know of.
…  I just think it’s so sad that she doesn’t get up and just leave him completely. She
did leave him once for four weeks …  He was crying and badly wanted her back and
promised her things would be different and she went back and nothing was different.
She comes and talks to me but she won’t let me divulge it to anyone else … There’s
the Ministers of Religion … . She did talk about it with one of the Minister’s here
and he thought the same as me that she should just get up and leave him. But where
do you go?
A number of themes emerge from this account of hidden family violence that illus-
trate how the sociospatial dimensions of rurality reinforce the invisibility of
violence experienced by white rural women. First, in small towns with high levels
of mutual recognition, embarrassment acts as a major deterrent to seeking outside
assistance.11The woman represented in the narrative above could not bring herself
to seek outside help or leave her violent husband because of what she imagined
members of the community would think of her. The intimacy and density of social-
spatial relationships that characterise small rural townships (Weisheit, Falcone, &
Wells, 1996, p. 3) whether real or imagined, makes it much more difficult for
victims of violence to report it, seek outside help or pursue such avenues as appre-
hended violence orders. A domestic violence liaison officer we interviewed spelt
out the implications:
People who are workers or are from higher socioeconomic don’t really contact the
police. They go to solicitors. I know of incidents but they don’t go to the police
because of embarrassment …  They don’t involve their own town, because they don’t
want people to know …  I think that’s a big thing and embarrassment in a small
town like this. People know what’s going on, and they don’t want people to know so
they don’t turn up … 
Of those who did pursue AVO applications, there was a widespread perception among
our respondents of a fairly systematic bias: that it was primarily women from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds who had no alternative but to seek police intervention
or to do nothing at all. Those with the means to do otherwise tended to deal with
their domestic violence problem in ways that were less stigmatising and that did
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not involve “their town”. Our findings in this respect are consistent with the little
research there exists on the topic. Macklin’s study of the under-use of social services
in a small rural town in NSW found that local gossip networks have a powerful
sanctioning effect (Macklin, 1996, p. 71). To protect reputation and privacy local
residents who could have benefited from accessing social services were reluctant to
do so. Shame here attaches not so much to the infliction of violence, but to public
disclosures that affect not only the reputation of the individual victim (as well as
the offender) but offend against the caring and cohesive image of the community,
with which individual members identify. The result she suggests is not only the
under-utilisation of social services, but also more importantly the invisibility of
social problems such as domestic violence, sexual abuse, mental health and alcohol
and drug abuse. 
Compounding this is the inhibiting effect of the rural ideology of self-reliance
that powerfully governs the production of rural women’s subjectivity. In the late
1980s the Country Women’s Association undertook a survey of women in rural
Australia. They note that “the strong belief in self-reliance and independence and
the traditional role of women in providing community care … causes remote area
women to think of themselves as providers rather than users of services” (Country
Women’s Association et al., 1988, p. 11). Consequently to become a user of
community services is to invert the ideology of self-reliance so critical to the ideal
gender identity of rural women and thus risks breaching the basis of inclusion in
that imagined rural community. 
Second, another recurrent theme to emerge from our interviews was just how
much the public sphere and civic culture in these rural communities remains
profoundly masculinist, much more so than sites in the city. While the violence of
the husband toward his wife, described by our informant above, was invisible, he
was highly visible in the micro-spatial sites of the public sphere of the township, as
a respected pillar of the community. Like him, most local civic leaders are male and
the occupations and industries upon which these rural townships rely (agriculture,
mining, meat-industries) remain sharply sex-segregated. In many of our study towns
the employment of men was concentrated in a single industry such as mining or
abattoir work, while less than a third of the adult women in those towns partici-
pated in the labour force. As one of the civic leaders we interviewed put it, “Out
here there’s not a single female in the workforce except in the office”. White
women and children are very much confined to the privacy of the domestic space,
compounding their isolation and dependency on a male breadwinner, while
increasing their vulnerability to violence in the private space of domestic rural life. 
Our findings are consistent with studies both here (Dempsey, 1992; Voyce, 1993,
1994; 1996; Alston, 1995, 1996) and abroad “that rural women have been more
involved in household production and less involved in the public sphere of wage
work and formal politics than urban women,” (Websdale, 1998, p. 49). Crucially the
invisibility of rural women has rested, as Alston (1996) suggests, on the construction
of rural production as a male domain, while confining women to the private sphere
of reproduction, support and domesticity. Lockie and Bourke suggest that this
gendered spatial distinction obscures two things, first the importance of women’s
reproductive labour, and secondly the actual amount of productive work women do
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outside the privacy of the domestic space (Lockie & Bourke, 2000, p. 26). We want
to suggest that this highly gendered spatial division between the public and private
adds significantly to the invisibility of violence within the private sphere of the
white rural family as well. 
Third, isolation can be both mental and physical, as is captured by one of 
our interviewees:
There’s heaps of stuff that people never hear about and some of the things that rural
men do, taking the wires off the batteries of the car so the women can’t get into
town, taking the phone out of the socket before they leave so they have a real issue
with isolation because they can really keep them really isolated. Because they only
have to take their keys or take a part of the engine of the car and they just can’t go
anywhere because they’re miles from anywhere.
This highlights the circumstances under which individuals, especially outside
towns, may be subject to a sort of private tyranny through physical isolation, but
the inability to speak of such things, noted by the interviewee, compounds physical
with mental isolation which may be much more pervasive.
Fourth, the mental and physical geography of isolation needs also to be consid-
ered in relation to high rates of gun ownership and the culture associated with it.
This appears to be a crucial element in the psychosocial (see Jefferson, 2002)
formation of rural subjectivities. The right to own a gun stirs as much passion as
any issue in rural Australia. It is not only that gun ownership is much higher in
rural areas, compared to urban ones (Dann & Wilson, 1993, p. 42; Weisheit,
Falcone, & Wells, 1996, pp. 1–2), but having a gun is passionately connected to a
mentality narrated to us a multitude of times that firearms are basic necessities for
survival in the bush. They are symbols of the deeply held psychosocial drives to be
self-governing and autonomous individuals fostered in these environments. They
are depicted by supporters as necessary for purposes of self-reliance and to defend
households (and in more extreme versions, the nation itself) from outside threat.
Others see them as major instruments of intimidation within these communities,
feeding into a psychology of fear. As one of the anti-violence workers we inter-
viewed put it:
The mere fact that there is a gun in a house, or the offender has access to one, is a
coercive type of influence. Domestic violence does not have to involve the direct use
of violence, it can be implied … 
Here a marked difference in relation to the response of the police to family
violence between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities manifested itself in
interviews with police officers and anti-violence workers. There was a common and
reasonable apprehension that firearms would be present in the highly volatile
context of attending “domestics” on the farm. By stark contrast, the police we
interviewed held no such anxiety when it came to policing disputes in Aboriginal
house-holds and neighbourhoods where gun ownership is not only lower but also
not perceived as such a crucial symbol of rural independence and identity. Their
lower level of anxiety about policing Aboriginal family violence is supported by a
comparison of weapons used in Indigenous and non-Indigenous homicides.
Firearms were used in only 5.7% of Indigenous homicides from 1990 to 2000,
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compared to 20.8% for non-Indigenous homicides over the same period (Mouzos,
2001, p. 4). We are not suggesting that rural men who are passionate about their
weapons are necessarily violent toward their partners, nor that they deliberately
brandish their guns as instruments of intimidation. The point is the sociogeograph-
ical isolation and dependency of rural women, especially those on the land, coupled
with the fear of firearms, produces a context where it much more difficult for them
to access outside support, or garner effective police intervention, in instances where
there is family tension and violence. 
Fifth, local law and order discourse typically expunges problems of violence
among white rural families, while talking up the violence among rural’s visible
other, Aboriginal families and communities. For example, one civic leader from our
study towns insisted contrary to the evidence, that “there are no rapes” and
“violence isn’t an issue” in the community over which he presided as Mayor. Denial
also characterised the typical response proffered by many local representatives of
the business community. According to one business leader we interviewed family
violence did not much matter because, “serious crime is not the problem, really …
Most people are worried about the crime that affects their very family and their
homes and the streets that’s what’s most people are worried about, aren’t they
really”. He complained about his bin being knocked over, his flowerbeds trampled,
and “nuisance” crimes, mostly committed he believed by “feral kids”. His view is
typical of law and order lobby groups in rural NSW, which focus virtually all their
attention on “street” crimes and property crimes, remaining silent about the largely
invisible violence against women and children in the home. This feeds into a
discourse which “responsibilises” the victims of such violence and erases any wider
cultural legitimacy for their experience of victimisation. 
The last theme to emerge out of our research is that much of the violence that
occurs in white rural families is gendered violence, connected to the cultural
constructions of masculinity that permeate the ideology, workplaces and civic
cultures of rurality (Alston, 1997; Bourke, 2001, pp. 95–97). The major problem
however is that the white rural family has for reasons examined earlier been fairly
resistant to attempts to prize it open to the forms of governmentality deployed in
urban areas to address the interior life of the family, including violence. One of the
fundamental achievements of feminism to have a considerable impact on social
policy responses to domestic violence over the last 30 years has been the challenge
to the privacy of the family (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Hanmer & Maynard, 1987;
Pahl, 1985; Scutt, 1983; Stubbs, 1994; Wilson, 1983, p. 96). This led to major
policy changes in the provision of state funded services for the survivors of domes-
tic violence: refuges, court support, counselling, and apprehended violence orders
to name just a few. The white rural family, however, has perhaps to a greater extent
been insulated from the “civilising effects” of much anti-violence social policy by
its traditional role in the sociospatial conditions pertaining to life in the Australian
interior. Our conclusions here are consistent with Websdale’s study of rural women
and domestic violence in the United States that the “more privatised forms of
patriarchy” in rural communities means that “policy initiatives designed to
confront rural battering would be met with considerable resistance or doomed to
failure” (Websdale, 1998, p. 208).
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Concluding Comments
Rural communities have come to occupy in national cultural mythology the ideal
type gemeinschaft society, where social relations are based on kinship, intimacy and
stability. Whereas the impersonal social relations of the gesellschaft have been associ-
ated with the urban. While much criminology has tended to privilege the urban as
the laboratory of research, assuming these social and spatially ordered places to typify
the gesellschaft, rural studies has tended to perpetuate the myth by romanticising
“rural communities with clear boundaries and unquestionable moral virtue” (Lockie,
2000, p. 21). This explains why neither criminology, nor rural sociology have until
recently taken much, if any, interest in the issue of violence in specifically rural
contexts. Our research seeks to contribute to efforts to redress this neglect.
In this article we have not been concerned with establishing whether or not the
ideal gemeinschaft society actually corresponds with the patterns of violence and
social control in the rural communities we studied. We have also thoroughly
rejected the assumption that problems in rural societies can be simply attributed to
the influence of the urban, the gesellschaft, a tendency to which rural sociology is
especially susceptible (Lockie, 2000, p. 20). Rather we have been interested in
exploring how the imagined ideals of rurality govern the micro-social spaces of
rural family life and civic culture and impinge on the psychosocial formation of
rural identities and manifestations of gendered violence. We have argued that these
imaginary constructs of the rural community do have power effects, particularly in
relation to the government of the micro-social spaces of rural family life. As a social
and cultural construction the imagined rural community operates as a device to
include and exclude, inhibit and exhibit, to render invisible and visible. In the
social and spatial ordering of these imaginary rural communities violence within
the white family constitutes a rural other that remains relatively hidden. By sharp
contrast, the visibility of violence within Aboriginal families and communities
presents a major exception to the spatially ordered social relations that render so
much white family violence pervasive yet hidden. This highlights the importance
of the imaginative or mythical aspects of place and space and the importance of
mental geography in the constitution of community (cf. Crang, 1998), and the
formation of its social capital (cf. Putnam, 2000), matters that have perhaps
received too little attention in both criminology and rural studies.
Author Note
The views expressed in this article are those of the author and not the organisation.
Endnotes
1 We owe debt here to Chris Philo’s work on “Of Other Rurals” (1997) which has inspired 
our own.
2 The research was a three year project funded by the Australian Research Council. The
research team comprised Kerry Carrington, Russell Hogg and Peter Martin, as Chief
Investigators with the research assistance of Robin Thomas, Cassandra Plesman, Diarna
Gordon and Dawn Delany. The project was coordinated by Murray Lee to whom we are
indeed grateful.
314
RUSSELL HOGG AND KERRY CARRINGTON
THE AUSTRALIAN AND NEW ZEALAND JOURNAL OF CRIMINOLOGY
3 Significant works published in this criminological tradition, include Shaw’s The Natural History
of a Delinquent Career (1931), Shaw and McKay’s seminal work Social Factors of Juvenile
Delinquency (1931) and Shaw, McKay, Zorbaugh and Cottrell’s Delinquency Areas (1929).
4 For an excellent analysis of the more subtle dynamics of how white racism prescribes the
terms of social inclusivity see Hage, 1998.
5 For a detailed historical account relating to NSW, see Goodall, 1996.
6 Our sample of residents included civic and community leaders, service providers, clergy,
police, domestic violence liaison officers, social workers, health workers, farmers, and repre-
sentatives of key organizations such as the relevant union bodies, local councils and
Aboriginal organisations.
7 Carrington, K. Hogg, R. Martin, P. (2001). Violence, Rurality & Civilising Processes.
Unpublished Report to the Australian Research Council, Critical Social Sciences Research
Group, University of Western Sydney. 
8 With one major difference. To enhance the reliability of the data, we added 5 years of crime
data, multiplied the population base by 5, and then calculated a crime rate per 100,000
population for that period.
9 While B remains the smallest township in the study, its population base  multiplied over a 5-
year period becomes 10,979, and the total number of crimes by which the crime rate per
100,000 is calculated becomes a sizable 4164, over the same period.
10 We later added to this an examination of the distribution of crime rates for Queensland and
South Australia, the only two other Australian states for which we were able to gain access to
vaguely comparable data. While confirming similar patterns described below, these inter-state
comparisons are not directly comparable to NSW due to differences in the data collection
across spatial/regional boundaries and crime categories. Consequently this paper concentrates
on the more comprehensive data for NSW.
11 As one of our informants told us: 
There’s very little happens that you don’t hear about. It’s the same in all small towns
everybody knows everybody … I might be a hundred kilometres out of town but I’ve only
got to come to town for a day and I hear what’s been going on for the last few weeks.
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